Hospital education departments can better align with the strategic direction of the organization, effectively prioritize work processes, and focus on what matters most to the organization when the organization adopts an assessment process known as the Baldrige Health Care Criteria for Performance Excellence. This article describes the Baldrige assessment process, a framework of seven criteria based on a set of core values and concepts that encourage organizations to use an integrated systematic approach to improve organizational performance practices and achieve better outcomes. Examples of high-performing health care organizations that have earned a national Baldrige Award are cited, with examples of how the education departments of these high-performing organizations realigned their education plans to become more proactive and outcomefocused. J Contin Educ Nurs 2011;42(7):299-305. T he education department has an increasingly important role to play in the overall success of an organization. The proactive work of this department flows directly from the vision and strategic goals of the organization and centers on initiatives that foster organizational learning and strategic priorities and lead directly to innovation and continuous growth. Often, however, the work of an education department is more reactive
than proactive, driven by the day-to-day obsession with mandatory requirements, new hires, and equipment. How can an education department refocus and align with the strategic direction of the organization and better prioritize its work processes?
BALDrIGE FrAMEWOrk
Many health care organizations have used an assessment process known as the Baldrige Health Care Criteria for Performance Excellence as a tool for strengthening organizational performance by creating a more customer-focused, data-driven approach to organizational learning. The criteria offer a guide for aligning individual department goals with the strategic direction of the organization, a road map that can lead the way to achieving performance excellence (Kaye & Anderson, 1999) .
The Baldrige framework is based on a set of core values and concepts that encourage organizations to use an integrated approach to improve organizational performance practices, capabilities, and results. It is based on the management philosophy of Total Quality Management, which has been adopted by the Joint Commission and many successful health care organizations throughout the United States (Borawski & Brennan, 2008; Perrott, 2002) . Total Quality Management established a set of practices to ensure that ongoing improvement takes place. Proponents of this management philosophy claim that the principles of Total Quality Management, applied through the organized, integrated system of Continuous Quality Improvement, can be applied to any type of business or organization and can improve the quality of products and services, reduce costs, create more satisfied customers and employees, and improve financial performance (Baldrige National Quality Program, 2010; Perrott, 2002) .
The Baldrige Award criteria, the Criteria for Performance Excellence, create a common language for quality measurement and a framework for performance management and improvement (Baldrige National Quality Program, 2010) .
BALDrIGE HEALTH CArE CrITErIA FOr PErFOrMANCE EXCELLENCE FrAMEWOrk
The seven criteria shown in Figure 1 are designed to help organizations enhance their competitiveness by focusing on two goals: (1) delivering ever-improving value to customers and (2) improving overall organizational 
Culture of Learning
In organizations that have earned the Baldrige Award, the education department plays an essential role in creating a culture of learning within the organization. Organizational and personal learning are core values of the Baldrige framework. Learning organizations are places where it is not enough merely to survive; staff must continually learn how to embrace and seek change. Peter Senge (1990) described a learning organization as a place where people learn to see as system thinkers see and develop their own personal mastery, yet work collaboratively to achieve a shared vision. Senge noted that it is no longer sufficient to have a few key people learning for the organization. Organizations that truly excel in the future will be those that discover how to tap people's commitment and capacity to learn at all levels (Senge, 1990) . This philosophy underlies a core value of the Baldrige criteria-organizational and personal learning. Organizational learning is achieved through research and development; evaluation and improvement cycles; work force, patient, and other stakeholder ideas and input; best practice sharing; benchmarking; and evidence-based practice. Personal learning is achieved through education, training, and developmental opportunities that promote individual Achieving high levels of organizational performance requires a well-executed approach to both organizational and personal learning. The Baldrige criteria state that learning must be embedded in the way the agency operates. This means that learning:
• Is a regular part of daily work.
• Is practiced at the personal, unit, and organizational levels.
• Results in solving problems at their source ("root cause").
• Is focused on building and sharing knowledge throughout the organization.
• Is driven by opportunities to effect significant, meaningful change.
Education Plan Aligned With strategic Goals
In high-performing organizations, education is carefully aligned with all aspects of the strategic plan. At Bronson Methodist Hospital, a 2005 winner, development of the education plans is an integral part of the annual strategic management model (Fig. 2) . These plans are redeveloped annually in response to determination of the organization's needs and strategic goals. Bronson Methodist Hospital changed its educational assessments from a single-focus nursing assessment tool to a wide variety of listening and learning devices, such as an employee opinion survey, chief executive officer/chief nursing officer open office hours, and employee councils. This approach allowed the organization to gather more information to support the development of the entire work force. In 2005, Bronson Methodist Hospital used a new intranet-based listening post monitor system that aggregates all employee input from all assessments to provide more actionable information for the growth of the work force development plan during the strategic planning process. These activities allowed the education department to increase the capabilities of the work force in response to the strategic initiatives of the organization (Bronson Methodist Hospital, 2005) .
As seen in step 8 (Fig. 2) , the Bronson Methodist Hospital education department clearly develops education plans to support the strategic objectives of the organization. These plans are also based on the information collected from the various listening and learning activities of the organization. For an organization to commit to a culture of organizational and personal learning, senior leadership must make a commitment to support this learning by providing the necessary educational staff and equipment to support this function. In high-performing organizations, the alignment of education and work force development is an integral part of the strategic planning process.
The staff performance management system shown in Figure 3 shows a basic process for both larger education plans and the achievement of individual and organizational goals.
At Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital Hamilton, a 2004 winner, a similar alignment of education and training with the strategic goals is seen in step 2 (Fig. 4) .
The important lesson from each of these winners is alignment with the strategic planning process of the institution. Annual education plans are developed based on an educational needs assessment that includes input from:
• The strategic plan.
• Required competencies.
• Performance evaluations.
• Regulatory requirements.
• Incident reports.
• Job design processes.
• Educational evaluations.
• New technology and programs.
• Current evidence. All inputs are analyzed, and priorities are determined based on critical organizational needs. Another important lesson is linking the evaluations with the strategic planning process, and the focus of these learning organizations is the strategic plan.
An example of the education and training process from Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital Hamilton is shown in Figure 5 .
FOCUs ON WHAT MATTErs MOsT: THE 80/20 rULE
A major dilemma facing hospital education departments is how to deliver the education and training required to support the attainment of strategic objectives while meeting the increasing mandatory education requirements of regulatory agencies. It is clear that a significant amount of education and training is repetitive from year to year. Educators often spend inordinate amounts of time delivering repetitive mandatory programs in traditional classroom settings when their time could be better spent in the redesign and evaluation of these programs. The 80/20 Rule means that, in any situation, a few elements (20%) are vital and many (80%) are trivial. Education directors know that 20% of their work (the first 10% and the last 10%) consumes 80% of their time and resources, and following this rule, 20% of the education delivered would then consume 80% of the available time (Reh, 2008) . The value of this principle is that it reminds educators to focus their creative energies on the 20% that matters most-the elements that are most strongly aligned with the strategic plan.
Many education departments are turning to technology and other creative delivery methods to assist in meeting education and training requirements. The Baldrige winners strike this balance in a variety of ways.
At Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital Hamilton, the annual education plan is designed with input from employees and management. An education team analyzes the input and plans the annual curriculum to incorporate organizational learning into a systematic process of goals, objectives, content, and delivery methods. Education and training programs are delivered in a variety of efficient ways designed to meet employees' learning needs, as seen in Figure 6 .
NetLearning (Cengage, 2008) , a fully automated web-based educational delivery and tracking system, was implemented in 2003. NetLearning allows Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital Hamilton to offer online posteducational activities to meet the mandatory requirements of the Joint Commission, Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act, and Occupational Safety and Health Administration. This software allows employees to complete training modules at any time, and much of the mandatory compliance education for environmental safety, for example, is provided via NetLearning. The NetLearning used at Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital Hamilton also provides tracking and documentation of mandatory education. The education department can then concentrate on the 20% of activities that best match the objectives of the organizational strategic plan.
Mercy Health System, a 2007 winner, and Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital Hamilton both use the Kirkpatrick model (1994) to evaluate educational effectiveness at the individual and organizational levels. Training effectiveness is measured at the following four levels: (1) participant reaction to the program; (2) learning that has occurred; (3) transfer of the learning to the job; and (4) organizational effect, or the results of the learning. Both hospitals use personal performance appraisals to measure the effectiveness of training on individual performance. For organizational effect, measures that have been selected as part of the strategic plan are used to evaluate the education that has been delivered.
rEsULTs: AN EDUCATION sCOrECArD
Like the education itself, the outcomes of the educational activities must be aligned with the strategic plan. This is one area in which education departments have all too often fallen short. How do they prove their value to 
